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Marina Warner Interviewed by David Dabydeen
Abstract
DO: Marina, how important an archetype is royalty in English identity? MW: The importance of the royal
family has grown tremendously as a result of mass communication. The propaganda machine really got
under way in the Victorian age, not just in the press but in pageantry. There was a tremendous growth. For
instance the birthdays of Queen Victoria's youngest children were celebrated in private, as were their
weddings, but by the end of her reign, any celebration connected to her children or grand-children or
indeed her distant relations was celebrated with full public pomp. But it does have its roots, of course, in
very distant symbolism and I think that this was very much helped by an accident of circumstance- that
we had so many powerful Queens. It does seem that somewhere in the human imagination there is a very
deep association between land, birthplace and the female body, so that in many different languages and
many different cultures, in fact nations, motherland is as motherland suggests, feminine in gender. The
idea of origin, the actual flesh in which you are born, becomes analogous with the terrain you occupy.
Because someone like Elizabeth I ruled during a great period of British history, and identified herself
symbolically and consciously with that power as Astraea -Britannia herself as it were - the foundations
were laid down in the British psyche of regarding a royal individual as something far greater than an
individual.
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Marina Warner
Interviewed by David Dabydeen
DO: Marina, how important an archetype is royalty in English identity?
MW: The importance of the royal family has grown tremendously as a
result of mass communication. The propaganda machine really got under
way in the Victorian age, not just in the press but in pageantry. There was
a tremendous growth. For instance the birthdays of Queen Victoria's
youngest children were celebrated in private, as were their weddings, but
by the end of her reign, any celebration connected to her children or
grand-children or indeed her distant relations was celebrated with full
public pomp. But it does have its roots, of course, in very distant symbolism and I think that this was very much helped by an accident of circumstance- that we had so many powerful Queens. It does seem that somewhere in the human imagination there is a very deep association between
land, birthplace and the female body, so that in many different languages
and many different cultures, in fact nations, motherland is as motherland
suggests, feminine in gender. The idea of origin, the actual flesh in which
you are born, becomes analogous with the terrain you occupy. Because
someone like Elizabeth I ruled during a great period of British history, and
identified herself symbolically and consciously with that power as Astraea
-Britannia herself as it were - the foundations were laid down in the
British psyche of regarding a royal individual as something far greater
than an individual.

So in a sense what you're saying is that the female queen is the collective historic:al memory of the nation, she is the repository of a se11se of land, a sense of
trrlues, a sense of continuity, a sense of nation?
Yes, but I would modify that by saying that this is truly a fabricated perception and very essential to it is an idea that the past is continuity. It
does seem to be one of our national characteristics that we dislike to experience breakages, we tend to cover them up, whereas the French, for
Distance, are very keen to demarcate their differences and call all their
tepublics by different numbers and actually mark these ruptures in the
stream of their history. The English seem to have preferred to go for a
teunless lineage, a seamless transmission in spite of the fact that, as we
all know, there were many breakages. There was the breakage with Rome
over the church, a very important schism. Then we had to import at
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different periods of our history many different monarchs from abroad who
didn't even speak English. So although there was a lot of rumbling about
George III being a German and Queen Victoria being a German this was
always covered up.

Why do we feel the need to mythologize our past in terms of a continuity- is that
sense of continuity important in consolidating another sense, which is that England has had a past that has had to do with progress, the growth into triumphantly civilized values?
Yes and it's an idea of civilization based on something that is given, something that in a sense is destined and also something that is rational, calm
and enlightened.

And in some ways backed by God, who in a way underpinned this progress, this
destiny, as opposed to anarchy in otf1er societies. The English progress is somehow
underpinned by theology, by a sense of divine control.
You would have to go back to the Middle Ages to have a really strong
sense of the King as God's representative and I think that possibly one of
the reasons that the monarchy has been so successful in England has to do
with a secularization of the sacred at rather an early phase, so that though
there is certainly a feeling that the Englishman's destiny on the globe is
ratified, approved by divine destiny, there is also a secular undertone. If
you think how peculiar it is that the UK is the only country, I think, of its
kind in Europe anyway, that is a theocracy, in the sense that the monarch
is the head of the Church and this has gone on for a very, very long time,
since the time of Henry VTII, in fact. But nobody saw Henry VIII in any
way as a sacred king in the way they saw Richard II as a sacred king or
indeed Charlemagne as a sacred king. There was never any suggestion
that he might be sainted- we had a few medieval kings who were saints
but not Henry VIII. So there was in a sense laid down in the very
foundation of the new conception of the Christian church in England an
idea of monarchy being of this world, as being secular. We are a deeply
worldly state and have been for a very long time. It must strike foreigners
as very odd that the Queen is head of a church that is resisting female
priesthood. How can it be- this contradiction? Because the English are not
au fond a spiritual people. So they can accept the Queen as head of the
church in the way that the Italians could never dream of turning their
President into a sacred figure. We have a low appreciation of the sacred,
little thirst for the transcendental. Of course, I'm generalizing, and there
are exceptions, the mystics, even recent 19th-century examples. But they
don't represent a mainstream in the British imagination. I think on the
whole we are worldly, pragmatic, and promote a cult of reason that is of
murse irrational in itself. But it has been used to legitimise so much of the
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march forward, the idea of progress of British letters, British power,
systems, law, etc.

But in today's society with contemporary royalty, do you think these grand ideas
still have validity or are the royals, now so popularised that they are just show-biz
characters?
One could argue that the less remote they become, the more unpopular
they become, while still being in the public eye so very famous, very
notorious. We are living at this moment through a period which is rather
like the period just before Victoria with all the twelve wicked uncles,
when people were actually getting very fed up with the spread of their
extravagances and excesses of one sort or another. But, of course, the
spectacle of it now, as it was then, is very delightful to many people.

In a sense, what I'm trying to ask is whether the lack of serious ideas attached to
the royal family, in terms of their significance, is a reflection of the preponderance
of trivia in contemporary England- are there any grand ideas left?
They don't embody a grand idea at all, but a very pernicious and deeprooted idea which runs against any idea of meritocracy or change. Indeed
the aristocratic ideal, which really still obtains in many, many aspects of
British life, is epitomised by the idea of the royal family. Think: you can
become, with no education at all, the wealthiest woman, the wealthiest
and the most powerful man, and this can be accomplished, as it were, by
magic. There is no effort, there is no education needed; no skills, no gifts,
no work, no generosity. It's certainly true that the royal family lends a
stamp of approval to the laissez-faire, neglectful, wasteful way that the
government has indeed run the culture and the politics of the last fifteen
years.

Marina, I read somewhere that the populace frequently dream about the royal
family. What kind of psychological need does the royal family satisfy in us?
There's a great pleasure in a kind of transgression and some of these
dreams are to do with the same kind of pleasures, for example the phot(}o
graphs published by popular magazines of someone getting out of a Rolls
Royce and showing her knickers or picking her nose. There is a claim to
equality in the dream which only really underlies the acceptance of the
inequality. Another aspect of it has, I suppose, to do with English attitudes
to sex. We have to put in that ingredient because we are a very prurient
nation in terms of our truly popular culture in tem1s of tits and bottoms
in the mass media. But if you look at something like 'Spitting Image',
which also in a way reflects dreaming, you can also connect it to a very
robust sense of the ridiculous and the absurd, so there is a positive side
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to the dreaming. I don't think all this dreaming is just simply lascivious
and erotic in a straight way. It's an aspect of satire. When you see the
Queen in curlers with Prince Philip in bed, it's part of the seaside postcard
humour which has been a strong resource of the British, and has roots in
the carnivalesque- in the ritual of a day when you can put down your
idols, turn the world topsy-turvy, and a slave can take the place of a king.
But anthropologists have pointed out that this functions as a conservative
means of actually giving the populace its pleasure, but denying them permanent rights and equality. It's bread and circuses- but without even the
bread. So the dreaming might actually reflect a kind of stagnation, a kind
of status quo, an inability to change things. You dream of transgression
from a place where you cannot actually make any change.

If royalty represents certain aspects of our past that have to do with destiny,
divine directi011, continuity, things that are mythic rather than real, do you think
f}rQf to make a 11ew start, to get a sense of realism, because after all we are moving into Europe and the world is moving ahead, that we ought to abolish these
tmcimt ideas by abolishing the royal family?
I used to be a very strong Republican. I actually have come to feel with
the return of Juan Carlos for instance, to Spain, that there is actually such
a deep desire, for symbols without power, that in a way what is needed
is more of a series of adjustments. I know that that is possibly a sign of
middle-age but I'm tempering my radicalism. I also fear because of other
developments that we might get a very difficult President. I think the
actual task of choosing an alternative figure as Head of State almost cracks
the bounds of what democracy can do, can achieve, and that's to do with
things like money. Who would have the money to spend on a campaign
to be Head of State? This, I think, could lead us into very dangerous
waters.

But why keep the symbols alive imagi11atively when in reality those symbols have
relevance and in fact could have a pernicious effect on social action - for
mmple - if we are to argue that in some ways the dream of the royal family is
11 substitute for political and social action, it allows people to fantasize about
tquality without making them realise that they can't actually effect that equality
-isn't the act of keeping the symbols alive hl some ways keeping people in their
plDces?
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Myth almost always has a very deep hinterland of quite practical, legal
and economic circumstances. For instance, one of the things that could be
done to lessen the grip of the aristocratic ideal, the monarchical ideal on
people's imaginations, and their attitudes to their own rights and equality,
would be to reform the House of Lords. It is completely absurd that we
have a hereditary house, it's completely atavistic, antediluvian and it also
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corrupts the idea of social mobility of any kind. I say this, in spite of the
fact that the House of Lords has actually resisted, in its feeble way, many
of the worst measures that have been taken by the government over the
last ten years, so that they have functioned rather well as a corrective to
some of the more extreme measures of the tories. But I don't think that
justifies their continuing existence in their present form. I also think that
the monarchy should be extremely limited, that this continual peripheration of princelings and princesslings has really gone far too far. It's not
just a question of civil lists, it's a question of things like taxation.
There are reformed monarchies which exist in Europe. One example is
the Danes, where the royal family is an extremely hard-working member
of the Chamber of Commerce - the Danish Queen's role is to promote
Danish butter abroad and she does it very well because she is an intelligent, hard-working woman who sees that her symbolic function can have
a propaganda effect for the good of her country abroad. So in a sense she
has divested herself of the regalia of power.
Another very important way of attenuating the grip of monarchy is
something that you and I are very involved in: that is, telling the story
from another point of view. This is where education, the teaching of history and literature comes in. Empire can only continue as a myth if it is
told from one point of view, the victor's point of view, and that has been
eroded tremendously. I came across a work the other day that had been
published by the BBC to accompany a series on the Empire in 1972. The
Caribbean section opened with a paragraph which said When the British
arrived in these islands, most of the population were cannibals.' This was
1972. It is profoundly shocking to read that, to think that that was going
out on BBC television as a kind of received idea that nobody questioned.
But shocking as it is, it does at least show how far we have come. I think
that very few people today, I hope very few people, perceive that story of
imperial conquest as one of civilized men getting rid of a lot of cannibals.
I think people now know that this was a fantasy in the minds, first of all
of the conquistadors and then later in the minds of the other Empire
builders who followed.

When I was a boy in a cannibal colony as it were - we were given a day off
school and a flag, the Union Jack, to wave at the visit of Princess Margaret. Of
course, in those days, in our imaginations, the royal family had the status ofgods
and goddesses. I wonder whether the decline in the status of the royal family is
not related to the loss of Empire and to the loss of the power and the mythologies
of power, the glamour that went with Empire. The royal family now is just newspaper showbiz activity, because the Empire, and all those serious ideas that surrounded Empire, have all disappeared.
Again one could introduce ideas about hard politics and hard economics.
It seems to me that the Empire and its mystique has declined because it
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so poorly managed in its withdrawal. I am constantly shocked when
at the extraordinaryly feckless way Britain withdrew, not just from
responsibilities, but from its relationships and shared history. In many
the abdication of responsibility was marked by a particular, political
with UDI for instance, Ian Smith's Rhodesian demarche. The Queen
obviously asked to by parliament, and was incapable of doing
. I think that symbolized that the general withdrawal had been
aaana~ed in such a way that there was no power there. There is a way in
can become hollow. It's important that this is seen to be
as indeed it is. It runs against the idea of the archetype being, as
a constant living power within everybody's spirit. The archetype
that, the archetype does have roots and they have to be
for if they are actually cut off by failures of moral or legal action,
will wither and that is a very hopeful sign. For the monarchy to surat all, it will have to alter its relations to our culture and the people
stilllonk to it.

spetlK of the abdication of responsibility towards the colonies is to assume that
tws a sense of responsibility to begin with. I wonder what forms that sense
y took. Was it not just a disguise for something you've dealt with
novel, namely naked plunder?
rtuooose I'm trying to say that there are commitments, caused by shared
which should be kept faith with. For example the present probabout bananas. As you know, the EC tariff against the import of
from the Caribbean is going to rise, and the single market ecoof some of the small islands, like Dominica- which has heroically
going for tourism - and Santa Lucia - which is trying to withdevelopers - are going to be devastated.

novel Indigo is the re-writit1g of The Tempest. Why is The Tempest
in terms of contemporary Britain or how is it relevant?
seen quite a number of productions in which The Tempest was taken
colonial document and Prospero is seen as an enlightened, learned,
man who brings the order of art to an island where the only voice
surviving- Caliban's - is presented as brutish and even speechless
the invader came. Although a number of revisions - like Aime
Une Tempete- as well as these productions, radically contest that
in a way that has influenced me very deeply, it remains a play about
ll:bantment, and one which has often enchanted me. So I experience a
lllbination of pleasure and acute discomfort watching it. And I came to
that I was principally uncomfortable because so many voices in the
silenced- especially women's voices and that one never really
the other side of the story. It seems to me that that is a very good
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mirror in which to see contemporary Britain, where we have many voices
that are only heard a little or not at all. There is something about this grip
of our historical destiny, our idea of ourselves that has not yet been
shaken sufficiently for a new story to be told. I recently read, since I wrote
the novel, an essay I liked enormously by Ashis Nandy called The Intimate
Enemy. He is talking about the Raj in India and he says that the real task
is to create the third way, the third language because what happens is that
the oppressors, the empire builders bring not only their language but also
their values, their sets of symbols, their ideals and their imagery, and all
of this becomes so pervasive and so powerful that they generate an opposition in mirror-image. So that the warrior-terrorists, who withstood
British rule in India, act as a kind of counterpart of British militarism, they
respond to the British delight in aggressive, male authority that runs
against quite a tremendously strong strain of Hindu philosophy itself. He
then invokes a different construction of Indian history and Indian thought
in which Indian identity and self can be recovered.
I couldn't possibly do that in Indigo but I did want to give voice to the
ordinariness of the culture that had been crushed. I wanted to show that
it was a practical, working society, not a place of voodoo magic and cannibals. The 'witchcraft' which was seen in inverted commas was actually a
knowledge of herbs and spices, a knowledge of the transformational processes that are in nature and are possible and available for use. It existed
as a society full of emotions that are recognizable. There exists the possibility of a material sympathy that we can have with the Other as it has
been constructed. So that Caliban or Sycorax, his mother in the play, don't
have to be seen as these horrendous, monstrous dreams of disorder and
irrationality. I wanted to turn it around. I wanted to look at it from the
other point of view which needs to be looked at. I try to tell another story
to ourselves about who we are.

What I found remarkable about Indigo was the fact that it was a very powerful,
West Indian novel written by a white English woman. I wondered how you managed to achieve this extraordhtary intimacy with the other, how you managed to
capture a very intimate sense of landscape as well as of the living characters of
the West Indies. You've got that marvellous character, Feeny, the black maid, and
you manage to not just get a sense of her speech but also of her ways of thinking,
her ways of dreaming. How does one penetrate the other or how did you penetrate
the other?
I was very carried away by the material. I think I was very shocked when
I first discovered that my family had these West Indian connections, not
shocked, stricken. It had never been a part of the story that we were
telling ourselves up to the point when I began investigating it. I knew that
my grandfather had been born in Trinidad. I knew that he had been a
cricketer. I knew that when I was a child we still had land in Trinidad and
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my father went out there to sell the last bit of land that we owned there.
When he came back he showed us photographs. Quite a lot of the people
he had met there were our relations and they were black. We had never
been told this before. In Unbecoming Daughters• I've written about how my
sister and I were excited by this as if it were a secret to be kept in a
treasure drawer- especially when he showed us a photograph of someone
he had rather lost his heart to, called Cousin Lucy. It opened up this
whole idea of a past which had never been spoken of, which is the creole
past, the world of inter-mingling. I think that it is important that the
English, many of whom resent all the peoples of the Empire who have
come here now, realize that there was not a complete glass wall between
the white colonizers and the native inhabitants. This is a very false picture
of what happened. I believe that these intermediate zones, creolization if
you like, is a very good image for it. It happened in India, it happened in
Africa and it's a story that musn't go on being gainsaid because it's a very
hopeful and good story, even though, of course, in the historical practice
there was such a lot of cruelty and violence around it as well. The Caribbean was probably the place where it was least frowned upon and where
it was most hopeful, where there was the most inter-mingling and the
most possibility of an idea of sympathy and lack of hierarchy - not that
the novel, of course, goes into that because the novel is about exploitation
and plunder.

In fact, the novel reminds me of Raymond Williams' description of English history which is, that history is a process of theft. One of the things that you have
bttn very concemed with is exposing, if you like, the Heart of Darkness in Engllmd, in terms of rape, plunder, conquest, arrogance. Would you say that was a
'Dmj one-sided post-imperial view of England and its achievements?
Walter Benjamin said: 'Every history of civilisation is at the same time a
history of barbarism,' and I suppose that was my starting point for Indigo
-that I belonged in that history however unwillingly. And literature is
there to make reckonings with the past in order to talk with the present
-and even, if we want to be bold and optimistic and grand (but not grandiose, I hope) - with the future. Ibsen said, 'Every writer should sit in
judgement on himself.' It's always seemed to me a good motto.
•) Shirley Chew and Anna Rutherford, eels., Unbecoming Daughters of the Empire
(London: Dangaroo Press, 1993).

The above interview was part of a BBC programme series about Britain called 'Pak's
Britannia'. Marina Warner was asked about the myth of the royals. Hence the focus on
!he monarchy. We plan on having another interview with Marina Warner in Kunapipi
which will deal more directly with her own writing. Editor.

